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1. Introduction 

Rotuman is the language of the approximately 2,600 inhabitants of the small 
island of Rotuma, situated some 250 miles NNW of Vanualevu, Fiji, and 
politically part of Fiji. Its nearest neighbour is Futuna, about 240 miles to 
the East. In addition, Rotuman is the main language of most of the 5,000 or 
so Rotumans living in Fiji. There is only very slight dialect variation. ^ 

This list was originally compiled by Hans Schmidt of the University of 
Hamburg, based on Churchward's standard work and his own 1981 field- 
notes. It was subsequently revised by Lavenia Kaurasi, an educational 
administrator resident in Suva, and finalised by the author and Hapoti Hae 
with the help of a number of elderly Rotumans from the Suva area. 
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Map 75. Rotuman language area 



932 Rotuman 

The earliest systematic description of Rotuman was by Horatio Hale (1846). 
Tumer (1884) included a short wordlist. At least one sound change can be 
traced from these early records: *t is recorded consistently as [9] by Hale, 
while Tumer lists mostly [9] but [f] in some 25 per cent of the cases. By 
Churchward's time (1930s), the change to [f] was complete. 

Historically, Rotuman is the sole member of the Rotuman subgroup of 
Central Pacific (Pawley 1979, Geraghty 1986), the other two subgroups 
being Fijian and Polynesian. It has long excited interest among linguists, 
both for its atypical vowel system and syllable structure (the result of 
assimilation and metathesis; see Besnier 1987 and below) and its history of 
extensive borrowing from Polynesian languages (Biggs 1965). These 
Polynesian loans constitute a considerable portion of the lexicon, and are 
thoroughly assimilated (rather like the French and Latin input into Middle 
English); moreover, it is often difficult to pinpoint the exact Polynesian 
source, so these loans are not indicated as such in this list. Only recent 
loans, mostly from English and Fijian, are noted. 

Geraghty, Paul. 1995. Rotuman. In: Barrel T. Tryon (ed.) Comparative 
Austronesian Dictionary. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 



